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When I originally proposed this article, I 
had in mind a discussion about the declining 
cost of running a machine readable archives 
program. The Government Archives Division, 
along with other divisions at the National Ar- 
chives, has overhauled the way that it deals 
with "computer records,” increasing capability 
while decreasing cost. As I thought about it, 
though, I concluded that what I really want to 
do is convince you, the audience, that NOW is 
an excellent time to start such a program. 

Basically, there are two steps involved in 
setting up a machine readable archives: get a 
computer; then get some data. 


Get a Computer 

Until about two years ago, if you wanted to 
start a machine readable archives, it was al- 
most essential to have access to a mainframe, 
or at least a minicomputer. This was, and still 
is, expensive — for computer and software 
purchases and for training. However, over the 
last few years, so-called microcomputers have 
become powerful enough to be practical for 
machine readable records processing. And 
compared to minis and mainframes they are 
cheaper. As an example, the National Archives 
spent more than $250,000 in 1989 for the rental 
of mainframe computer facilities. The cost to 
purchase the microcomputer system now in 
use was less than $120,000. The system is ex- 
pected to last at least three years. So, a conser- 
vative annual cost would be $45,000, taking 
into account normal operating expenses. The 
benefits of the change go well beyond simple 
dollar savings. There are programs available 
on microcomputers that do not exist on minis 
and mainframes. Even when they do exist, they 
are ten to two hundred times more expensive 
on minis and mainframes than on micros. So it 
is much cheaper to provide access to records 
through microcomputers. 


Get Some Data 

One of the problems facing an archivist 
when assessing a database (a collection of 
structured electronic records) is answering the 
question, "Is there anything valuable in here?" 
A program called Knowledge Seeker is most 
helpful in answering that question. It does an 
analysis of the database automatically and tells 
you all the statistically significant things it 
finds out about the database contents. You do 
not have to be a statistician to use it. You do 
have to decide if there is any archival value in 
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what it discovers. The program costs about 
$600. 

Another problem that has been discussed at 
great length is the lack of standards for elec- 
tronic text. The chaos of formats, the lack of 
organization of electronic documents, the dif- 
ficulty of separating "routine" from "impor- 
tant” have all been lamented. Meanwhile, most 
organizations in Canada are using computers 
to do their "paperwork." Our experience with 
the records of the Trade Negotiations Office 
proves that electronic documents can be ac- 
quired and made available to researchers. Soft- 
ware suchas Magellan ($180) can cope with the 
formats. Since it uses full text search (that is, 
searches the complete contents of all docu- 
ments), the lack of a file number or other organ- 
izer is less of a problem. Italso makes it cheaper 
to take the whole collection rather than to try 
to separate out and transfer the valuable docu- 
ments, 


A third barrier to machine readable ar-. 


chives has been preservation. The traditional 
approach to preservation is to use magnetic 
tape, which requires climate controls, rewind- 
ing and recopying. An alternative is the optical 
disk. Optical disk storage devices are available 
for microcomputers. The disks themselves 
store large quantities of data. They need no 
special environment or handling, and they last 
up to fifty years (well beyond the life of the 
machines they are used in). True, this is not as 
long as paper, but the shorter lifespan is par- 
tially offset by lower costs of storage space. The 
one caveat about optical disk is to make sure 
that the one you select conforms to an interna- 
tional standard, because there are still many 
proprietary formats around and you want to 
avoid these for use in machine readable ar- 
chives. 


Miscellaneous 

Up to this point I have discussed some bar- 
riers to setting up a successful machine read- 
able archives, and how the evolution of micro- 
computer technology has reduced or elimi- 
nated them. In any endeavour, the people in- 
volved are the critical factor. In reviewing the 
fifteen-year experience of the National Ar- 
chives with machine readable records, I con- 
clude that any such operation requires some 
people with technical expertise. How this ex- 
pertise is combined in an archives is a matter 
for debate. The U.S. (National Archives and 
Records Administration) approach has been to 
create a special unit with total responsibility 
for archival and technical judgements. In the 
Government Archives Division a separate or- 
ganization was set up to look after technical 
issues, while the archivists dealt with archival 
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issues. There are advantages to both ap- 
proaches, but the separation of the technical 
from the archival issues makes it easier to es- 
tablish the necessary technical expertise. Good 
technical people are in demand these days. 

Who do I consider are "good an ee 
ple?” I look for three things. I prefer someone 
who enjoys computer adventure games. The 
reality of acquiring computer records is this — 
more than half the data is not what it was 
supposed to be. Thus much of the technical 
work involves playing detective to determine 
what you really have. This turns out to be a lot 
like solving the puzzles in an adventure game. 
Next, I look for someone who has experience 
with a large variety of computer systems. The 
federal government has bought at least one of 
every computer ever sold in North America. 
Knowing IBM or Digital or Sperry inside out 
is less useful in archives than knowing some- 
thing about all three (and a bunch more). Fi- 
nally, I would like some indication that the 
person is partly self-taught. Any archives has 
to keep up with its donors’ technologies and 
computer evolution in general. Formal courses 
are expensive, and I have not seen any that deal 
effectively with the day to day demands of a 
machine readable archives. In any case, it is 
always the people who make a program suc- 
cessful. 


Summing Up 

Certainly, there are lots of issues about com- 
puter records that can. be debated. There are 
some problems that need to be solved. In the 
meantime, valuable records are being de 
stroyed by organizations that no longer need 
them. Take some action to save them: get a 
computer; then get some data. 

Information concerning the software to 
which reference is made in this article can be 
obtained by contacting the following: 


Knowledge Seeker 
Firstmark Technologies 

14 Concourse Gate, Suite 600 
Ottawa, Ontario 

K2E 7S8 

Bus: (613) 723-8020 

Fax: (613) 723-8048 


Magellan 

Lotus Corporation 

Available through most retail computer 
suppliers. 


Doug Taylor-Munro 
Government Archives Division 
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Of the 35 federal institutions surveyed last 
year by the Inter-Agency Committee on Geo- 
matics, the National Archives of Canada 
placed among the top five in terms of the 
number of datasets it retains. "And the figure 
is only going to get bigger," replies David 
Brown, an archivist with the Cartographic and 
Audio-Visual Archives Division. "Under the 
new Archives Act passed in 1987, the National 
Archives of Canada was given a very clear 
mandate to collect the memory of the govern- 
ment of Canada, no matter what the media." 

The Act referred to by Brown requires all 
federal departments to obtain the permission 
of the National Archivist before destroying 
their records, whether they take the form of 
electronic data, paper records, maps, photo- 
graphs or films. If the records have historical, 
legal or evidential value, the Act also provides 
for their transfer to the National Archives of 
Canada for permanent retention once they are 
no longer considered operational by the de- 
partment. With the National Archives of Canada 
Act now enshrined in law, the Archives has 
collected some 13 GIS (Geographic Informa- 
tion System) datasets from a variety of federal 
institutions, most notably Environment Can- 
ada, Forestry Canada, and the Geological Sur- 
vey of Canada. 


To some, this must seem an odd contradic- 
tion. The institution that is well-known for its 
collections of the oldest paper-based records of 
the government is now turning its attention to 
the most sophisticated, electronic databases 
ever created. “Our goal is the retention of Can- 
ada’s national memory," reiterates senior ar- 
chivist Terry Cook. "Since Canada is a world 
leader in the development of GIS, we are quite 
prepared to take whatever steps are necessary 
to document this achievement for future gen- 
erations.” 

Unfortunately, electronic records are ex- 
tremely fragile and transient, and ment of the 
original datasets that were created back in the 
1970s are now lost forever. This loss is partially 
the result of the rather callous attitudes many 
departments had for their information. Senior 
officials usually had no idea what data were 
being collected by their department, let alone 
where they might find it. Since government 
departments had little interest in managing 
their information, decisions on the retention of 
electronic records were generally left to the 
discretion of junior personnel who had no con- 
cept as to how the information might be used 
by future researchers. 

But with the help of Treasury Board’s new 
policy on the Management of Government In- 
formation Holdings, federal departments are 
now beginning to recognize their electronic 
records as a corporate asset. The new policy 
calls for a "designated senior official" to repre- 
sent the department and take responsibility for 


implementing a corporate perspective on the 
management, and later efficient disposition, of 
all information in all media within his or her — 
organization. 

This policy has established new precedents, 
and it has helped the National Archives of 
Canada to be one of the first in the world to 
collect electronic records and GIS datasets. In © 
combination, the National Archives of Canada — 
Act and Treasury Board’s policy have enabled 
the National Archives to implementa planned 
approach to the disposition of government re- 
cords. Over the next few years, archivists will 
be reviewing all the holdings of major govern- 
ment departments in order to identify records 
of national significance. The result will hope- 
fully enable a more complete and systematic 
preservation of GIS datasets throughout fed- 
eral institutions. 

Further information on the GIS holdings of 
the National Archives of Canada can be ob- 
tained by writing to the Director, Reference 
and Researcher Services Division, National 
Archives of Canada, 395 Wellington Street, 
Ottawa, Ontario, K1A 0N3. 


Jeffrey Murray 
Government Archives Division 


Anyone wishing information about the Bulletin may 
write to: National Archives of Canada, Sam Kula, 
Assistant Director General, Historical Resources 
Branch, 395 Wellington Street, Ottawa, Ontario K1A 
ON3, or phone (613) 996-1579. 
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